The modern Health and Safety Legislation derives from the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974, which was the Government response to the Robens Report on Safety and Health at Work, Cmnd 5034, July 1972.
Following this legislation, many working parties were set up by various professional bodies, to investigate how their work could be regulated to conform to the new legal requirements. As a result of these, a number of useful Codes of Practice were devised to control the work done in pathology laboratories and postmortem rooms.
The response to Health and Safety legislation by the profession was mixed and in some instances rather bizarre. With some, there was an immediate reaction to send staff on safety training courses, often without any regard to the nature and quality of the training. Armed with their certificates of training, or attendances on courses, they felt safe and satisfied that no further effort was required in the matter. Others took the safe working environment to mean that no risk however small should be ignored. Vast amounts of time and money were spent on safety equipment, often of a sophisticated nature, and there was considerable disruption to departmental work, in order to secure this safety ideal, when the essence of safety could be achieved by what is now known as good laboratory practice. It has to be admitted that a small group of medical scientists virtually ignored all standards of safety for themselves and their staff, and put all at considerable risk. The number of medically qualified staff that have contracted hepatitis B virus as a resul t of handling blood or infected tissue without proper precautions illustrates this point.
It seemed to many safety experts that the 1974 Act was not working as Lord Robens and his Committee had hoped. Although for political reasons the Health and Safety Inspectorate and the Commission would not be expected to agree that the real position was unsatisfactory, the true situation was that the control of substances hazardous to health was not effective.
So in 1988, the Government decided to introduce the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations SI 1657 SI , 1988 . This required that all work involving hazardous substances must be assessed by the worker and self-regulated as to the safety and health risk involved in their use. The criteria for assessment must be the existing literature or data available on the chemical or biological substances used, and procedures to be adopted as to their safe handling, stated in writing. This was a clever way of controlling safety and health at work without using extra resources of the Health and Safety Commission. The Regulations have made all workers in laboratories and those handling potentially infectious material consider their work practices, and modify them according to the new requirements. These new Regulations have made all staff think about the exposures and risks they run in the course of their work. This in itself is an improvement on the original Health and Safety at Work Act, and gives more meaning to the concept of safety in the workplace.
